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INTRODUCTION BY DR. MICHAEL LACKEY
What makes the University of Minnesota, Morris such a wonderful place to teach are the students, 
who always surprise us with their unique and visionary ways of seeing and being. Take The Prairie 
Connect, for example. Last year, Elizabeth Nault-Maurer was in charge of this newsletter, and she 
did almost all the work from writing the articles to designing the format. Allie Bean has taken 
charge of the newsletter this year, and she has designed it according to her own vision. The 
newsletters are different, but they are reflective of the kind of students we get at Morris, especially 
in English. These are smart, motivated, disciplined, and creative students, people who have the 
intelligence and courage to originate new ways of thinking, which is central for what we do at the 
University. 
Kelsey Jopp (2016) is a perfect case in point. Where does creativity exist? Some believe that it 
occurs in that magical moment when authors first put pen to paper. But Kelsey has a much 
different view. She holds that creativity happens at multiple stages of the writing process, 
especially during the revision stage. But how could she demonstrate this? She had an idea. She 
applied for an Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program (UROP) grant, which is a $1500 
scholarship to fund student research. Her project was to examine the various draft versions of Kate 
DiCamillo’s Because of Winn Dixie, which are housed in the University of Minnesota’s Children’s 
Literature Research Collections. All of her work on this project resulted in a conference paper, 
Scholar of the College, and the Kerlan Essay Award. This last award is for the best paper produced 
in the entire University of Minnesota system. But it is not all the recognition and awards that 
matter. It is that Kelsey had the motivation and intelligence to design a research project that 
expanded the borders of knowledge—she identified and defined forms of creativity throughout the 
writing process. Some graduate students never achieve what Kelsey did. 
But Kelsey is not the only UMM student to do such a thing. Zoe Blumhardt (2017) has an interest in 
biographical fiction for children and young adults. Biofiction is literature that names its 
protagonist after an actual historical figure. However, authors frequently make changes to the
historical and biographical record, which can be confusing for young readers. How should teachers 
address this problem? Zoe applied for a UROP in order to answer this question. The consequences 
of her research have been staggering. She presented her research at a conference, compiled a 
bibliography of biofiction for children and young adults that will be published in a prominent 
academic journal, and has been named Scholar of the College. In Zoe’s case, her research will 
contribute to a scholarly conversation and be a resource for teachers and professors in the future. 
Like Kelsey, Zoe has done something that even many graduate students will never do. 
Natalie Pope (2017), Logan Bender (2016), Kelsey Butler (2015), Rachel Balzar (2014)—I could 
compile a huge list of students who have made a significant contribution to the life of the mind, 
and they have all done so as undergraduates. This is remarkable. But it is something that happens 
on a regular basis at UMM. Professors certainly play a role in the quality of education, but it is the 
students who make a university great. We are very fortunate to have so many exceptional students 
in English at UMM.
Introduction by Michael Lackey
 Cain Boney’s liberal arts education at UMM is inspiring 
his path forwards—whether it’s journalism, documentary 
film-making, or conservation—using his intense study of 
language to unmask forces of oppression across the world. 
 Cain is an English major with minors in both 
Interdisciplinary studies and East Asian philosophy, 
graduating spring 2017. While at UMM, Cain has written 
for the University Register newspaper and spent two years 
hosting a radio show on KUMM, the campus’s local 
station. In his final year, Cain has succeeded in one of his 
biggest on-campus goals: creating a meditation 
community called BOOM (Bodhisattva Order of Morris). 
Cain also serves as a representative on an on-campus 
committee, helping choose a new English faculty member 
focusing on environmental literature. 
  
        In the future, Cain plans to use his English background to foray into journalism.               
       “English majors are trained to decode and interpret language,” said Cain. “This is           
        an invaluable skill and absolutely essential in a world where language is often used         
        to mask injustices… The writing skills I’ve acquired at UMM will hopefully allow me        
      to champion those unable to express their voices.” 
                                                                       Though he is considering attending graduate school     
                                                                         for journalism or pursuing internships at a 
newspaper                                                                        post-graduation, he’s set on an ambitious 
project in                                                                            the meantime: a documentary about the 
Okapi, an                                                                                animal in the Congo close in 
resemblance to a zebra.                                                                            Cain first became interested 
in the conservation effort                                                                        when visiting the Amazon 
last year and connecting                                                                              with the area’s indigenous 
peoples. “I realized how                                                                               disconnected we are from 
the mystery of our own                                                                                 origins: the Earth,” said 
Cain. 
                                                                       Cain's, greatest recommendation for current English   
                                                                        majors is to “write [themselves] into a Carpal Tunnel   
                                                                       diagnosis.” 
                                                                      “Practice is how all great writers become great,” Cain  
                                                                       said. “Make writing a daily activity and value the           
                                                                         criticism you get from professors or peers.” 
Cain Boney
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Kasha Wallace
From literary magazine and creative writing club Floating 
World to the law-heavy Mock Trial, Kasha Wallace has spent 
her undergraduate years exploring all UMM has to offer. As an 
English major with a minor in Communications, Media & 
Rhetoric, Kasha has been able to explore classes, clubs, and 
extracurricular activities within her major and far beyond. 
In Floating World, her “most treasured club” on campus, 
Kasha served two years as a co-chair for the prose section of 
the club and now holds the position as Editor-in-Chief. Kasha 
also served as a Writing Center tutor this past year. “[It was] 
immensely satisfying to watch other writers notice something 
good about their writing that they never noticed before,” she 
said. Kasha has also spent time copy-editing for the 
University Register newspaper and working as a mock 
attorney and witness in Mock Trial Club. 
Through UMM study abroad programs, Kasha crossed the 
Atlantic ocean to study literature in Ireland during the 
summer of 2016. On a trip centered around Irish writers, “only 
in visiting Ireland could I really fathom how important the 
history and landscape could affect Irish writers,” said Kasha. 
For Kasha, the trip was also an opportunity to depart with a 
group of strangers and return with lifelong friends. “I feel like 
a significantly different person [after the trip],” said Kasha. 
“Happy, thoughtful, overall good. I’ve become so much closer 
to the peers and professors that I travelled with.” 
Kasha was officially done with her classes in December 2016 
but plans to stay in Morris until spring term comes to a close, 
dedicating her time to Floating World and finishing up her 
UMM life. Though her long-term goal is to work in a 
profession that helps others write—“If there was such a thing 
as a professional workshopper,” Kasha joked—she is 
comfortable with the uncertainty in her immediate future. 
She has some parting words for current UMM students: talk to 
your English professors, and study abroad. “If you’re finally in 
your senior year and at last realize you could have (and should 
have) talked to [your professors] more,” Kasha said, “You’ll 
feel sad.” 
STUDENT PROFILE
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Kim Ukura’s journey with her English B.A. from UMM has taken her across the midwest as a 
graduate student, a trade magazine writer, a news editor, and a well-known book blogger: and 
her path is not even close to finished. 
When Kim graduated in 2008 with her B.A. in English with an area of concentration on 
journalism, she was set on working as a newspaper writer or editor. She jumped into her 
master’s degree program at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, which offered a professional 
track degree. After graduating from UW-Madison, Kim worked for a trade magazine “for design 
engineers in manufacturing,” which she described as “a super weird job that still managed to 
teach me a lot.” From 2011 to 2017, Kim worked as a community news editor for the local Morris 
Sun Tribune and for the Farmington Rosemount Independent Town Pages.  
After graduation, Kim doubled down on one of her favorite hobbies - book blogging - which she 
began after she graduated. 
Her blog, Sophisticated Dorkiness, won the first Independent Book Blogger Award in Adult 
Nonfiction from Goodreads and the Association of American Publishers in 2012. She has also 
served as a panelist at the Book Blogger Convention and contributes to Book Riot. 
Kim credits her liberal arts education for kickstarting her careers and hobbies. “I know how to 
ask good questions, analyze responses, and distill information into a format that other people 
can understand,” she said. But what Kim remembers most from her time at UMM are all the 
“strange and interesting things” she was able to be a part of. “I took classes in disciplines I 
knew nothing about, played music, participated in the arts, volunteered on campus and in the 
community, and got to explore a lot of different fields.” 
With all of her strange and interesting experiences leading to her life of “sophisticated 
dorkiness,” whether it’s book blogging, communications, newspaper editing, or something she 
hasn’t thought of yet: Kim has a bright past behind her and an even brighter future ahead. 
Kim 
Ukura
ALUMNI PROFILE
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Amber Whittemore
 Less than a month after her graduation from the University of 
Minnesota, Morris in May 2015, Amber Whittemore was on a 
plane flying across the ocean to start her career. Her 
destination was Seoul, South Korea, where Amber had spent a 
year studying abroad during her college career.  
After moving, Amber taught English at Mokdong SLP as a 
morning kindergarten teacher. She also gave private English 
lessons and worked as a freelance translator. As a member of a 
dart club, Amber had the opportunity to translate for a 
professional American team in South Korea for a festival this 
past July. 
   
Amber is now working at an academy in Songo in Incheon, 
which is located west of Seoul. Amber is the only foreign 
teacher in the school, teaching students ages five to fifteen.  
Amber originally entered UMM as a French and English double 
major, but after spending a year and half in South Korea and 
learning to speak the language fluently, she pursued a career 
path much different than what she’d started in. Her education, 
she said, “helped me teach my students more than just 
English,” allowing her to teach students science and math in 
English while working in South Korea. 
“My education at UMM gave me the confidence to study 
anything I want,” Amber said. “I’d never had professors care so 
much about my success while also pushing me the way many of 
the English professors at UMM did… They helped develop my 
critical thinking, which is a skill I use every day and try to 
develop in my own students.” 
As Amber said, “try something different.” Though veering 
away from the standard “English major career path” often 
seemed impossible, said Amber, it was taking a risk that 
brought her across the world to the place that she now calls 
home. 
“All fields need someone who is good at writing and critical
thinking,” said Amber. “UMM has given you the chance to 
dabble in many different fields, so use that to your benefit.”   
ALUMNI PROFILE
7 THE PRAIRIE CONNECT
Poetry and Earth: A Q&A with 
Vicki Graham
The 2016-2017 school year marks the first in decades that the campus was without well-loved 
professor and writer Vicki Graham as a member of the UMM English discipline. Whether they 
were pre-med majoring freshmen taking their required Writing for the Liberal Arts course or 
senior English Majors completing seminars in poetry, Vicki left her mark on generations of 
students (and faculty members). After nearly thirty years of teaching, Vicki retired at the end 
of the 2015-2016 school year, leaving behind a legacy of creativity and intellect that will last a 
lifetime. 
Explain your path to becoming a teacher. 
I always knew I would write. I don’t remember a particular moment when I said to myself, I 
want to be a writer. I was always writing. Little poems, scraps. I started keeping a diary when I 
was eleven. Later it became a journal. I read all the time. My father thought I would make a 
good scientist. He said I had a scientist’s mind, but I loved my high school English classes 
more than any others. When I went to college I was an English major right from the beginning. 
I never considered anything else. One small detour. After I completed my BA, I was advised by 
a well-loved English professor to go to library school. She said I was more likely to get a job 
with an MLS than with a graduate degree in English. So, I did. Went to UC Berkeley and 
completed the MLS, got a library job, and in less than a year turned around and applied to the 
graduate program in English at UC Berkeley.   
Why Morris? 
Graduate school was everything I dreamed of. Books books books. Poetry. Creative writing. 
Robert Pinsky was teaching at Berkeley then and I completed an MA in Creative Writing under 
his direction on the way to the PhD. I studied British and American literature with fantastic 
teachers. I ended up spanning British and American, took my oral exams in 19th Century 
British literature and 19th and 20th Century American poetry. I came to Morris because it was 
the best job offered me. My fellow graduate students expected to scatter once we entered the 
job market. We were advised to take a good job no matter where it was, but I never thought I 
would end up in the Midwest. I was bicoastal: grew up in New York and New Jersey, then 
moved to California and Oregon. Robert Pinsky said, “Go.” If it turns out to be a good place to 
write, then stay. If it doesn’t, find somewhere else. After going to large institutions for 
undergraduate and graduate school, I knew I wanted to teach in a small liberal arts college in a 
rural area, and Morris offered me that. Minnesota had a profound effect on my writing. It was 
a completely new landscape for me, alien. New plants, new birds. I began to study the natural 
world and to write poetry about what I was discovering. 
FEATURE STORY
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What were your first years in Morris like? 
I learned a lot very quickly in my first few years at Morris. My teaching experience at Berkeley 
had been limited to composition, and it was both exhilarating and challenging to be thrown 
into teaching literature classes. I experimented, consulted with colleagues, and made radical 
changes in syllabi each quarter. Ten weeks slid by so fast I despaired at times of ever being able 
to give my students what I wanted to give. I was also working hard to know and understand a 
very different student population. Those years were exciting and confusing, but slowly I learned 
that teaching would never settle down into a routine. Change is part of the wonder and pleasure 
of teaching. 
What changed as you spent more time at UMM? 
Everything is always changing. I can’t say that there was a particular moment when I “got used 
to” teaching at Morris. The English major has gone through many, many revisions since I began 
teaching in 1989. And as our curriculum shifted, so did our teaching assignments. I was 
originally hired to teach Women’s Literature. Gradually I was able to teach more creative 
writing classes and still later, as we hired new faculty, I shifted from teaching Women’s 
Literature to Environmental Literature. The transition from quarters to semesters was a
difficult but welcome change. At last I felt like I had time to work more deeply with a group of 
students, to take the time to go through the material more slowly, and to give students time to 
absorb what they were studying. The shape and pace of courses changed, and I was able to add 
readings, to fill out subjects I had sketched before. 
What was your usual curriculum, and did you have any favorites? 
Two constants: College Writing/Writing for the Liberal Arts and core courses for the major 
(surveys and introductory classes). Nothing else stayed usual for very long. But most often, I 
taught either creative writing courses or topics courses focused on poetry or environmental
literature. These were my “favorite” courses to teach. But I also enjoyed very much teaching 
“Technique and Form in Poetry,” the required introductory course for the English major for 
many, many years. I was very sorry to see it go. 
What sort of creative projects or research did you complete while at UMM? 
At first, my research projects focused on 20th century women’s poetry, and I wrote and 
published articles on H.D., Sylvia Plath, Marianne Moore, and Elizabeth Bishop. After I joined 
ASLE (The Association for Study of Literature and Environment), my research expanded to 
include environmental literature, and I gave conference presentations and wrote articles on 
poetry and the environment. I was a writer in residence at the H.J. Andrews Experimental 
Forest as part of the Long Term Ecological Reflections Project and writer/witness of clear 
cutting at Shotpouch Creek as part of Oregon State University’s Spring Creek Project. The three 
books of poetry I published while at UMM grew out of my connection to and love for the two 
very different natural environments I have inhabited since I came to Morris. Each place has its 
own gifts, influencing and shaping my writing, from the pasque flowers of the Minnesota 
prairie to the spotted sandpipers of Oregon’s coastal rivers. My impulse to write springs from a 
desire to know and to protect the landscapes I love, and I will always be grateful for the support 
FEATURE STORY
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UMM gave me over the years to develop my writing. 
Will you continue to work on creative projects in retirement? 
Yes. I will always read and I will always write. I finished a draft of a poetry manuscript in 
January, and I have begun to work on another. My life has changed profoundly in the last few 
months, not because I retired, but because I lost my life partner. What I write next will be in 
the context of this change. Recently I have been rereading poets whose work I have always 
admired: Donne, Keats, Hopkins, Dickinson, Moore… It is a pleasure to go back to what I love 
without the pressure of asking myself what use I will make of what I discover. John Felstiner’s 
Can Poetry Save the Earth? has become nighttime reading, a chapter before I go to bed. I’ve 
read it before, but with teaching in mind. Now I’m reading it for pure pleasure. 
Any advice for future English teachers? 
Immerse yourself in the literature you love, but also in the literature you think you don’t like, 
literature that makes you uncomfortable. Stretch yourself as far as you can.  Learn to 
appreciate how a piece works. Whether you are going to graduate school and hope to teach at 
the college level, or are working toward licensure and teaching English in high school, 
versatility is essential. You should be able to say intelligent, creative things about any text you 
are given. Learn to do careful, close readings. Don’t skip this in your eagerness to get at the 
“deeper meanings” of a text. Remember, formal elements--syntax, word choice, rhythm, 
sound, metaphor, form, structure--generate meaning. 
Any advice for current English majors? 
Follow your heart.  Life is shorter than you think. If you love literature, give yourself to 
studying it. Don’t let fears about the future dissuade you. Go where you love, but don’t let 
yourself get too narrow, don’t limit yourself to a single thread—genre, period, culture. Read as 
widely as you can. Think of literature as an ecosystem:  everything is connected to everything 
else. 
FEATURE STORY
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